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percent of the young people who worked in America in 1990 could not earn a poverty-line income. Between 1988 and 1992, two-thirds of the American workforce has
had to take a cut in their real, inflation-corrected wages. Unless something is done to
reverse the current one percent per year decline in real wages, the numbers are going
to be much worse a decade from now.
The cause of the problem is clear. Economists know it by the name factor price
equalization. In the days of an isolated national economy, the unskilled received a
wage premium simply for being Americans. As Americans, they worked with more
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As a result, Americans must learn to benchmark on the rest of the world. To be
the best school in America is to be a school that is not good enough. One cannot operate schools in America exactly the same way they are operated in the rest of the
world, but American schools must find something in American history, tradition, and
cul-ture that allows them to meet the performance standard now being set by the rest
current imposition of

wage
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only the beginning of wisdom. High-wage societies must have a good system of postsecondary education for those who are not college bound. A good high school education by itself buys you very little in terms of higher wages. It is necessary but not
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The world is full of possible models of what might be done. The Germans have
their well-known apprenticeship system. If one is not preparing seriously for a university,
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must sign a legal contract that specifies how they will repay the cost of that training
by working for an employer for a specified period or by repaying the employer a

amount of money. Other options exist.
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No one can say what must be done
secondary-education system for

American high school until such a postthe non-college bound has been built. Like a jigsaw
fit together. K-12 education cannot simply "do its
in the

two systems have to
own thing' and then one magical day throw its graduates into the job market. Some
of what needs to be done in a post-secondary skills training system is probably best
done in schools. Few doubt that a gradual passage from school to work is an imporpuzzle, the

tant part of a successful transition.
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